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(57) A sensor device adapted to detect at least one 
of a particle and a bubble in a fluid, includes a fluid noz- 
zle defining a center of fluid flow; and a plurality of sen- 
sor elements for converting an impact of one of a particle 
and a bubble into an electrical signal, wherein a first sen- 
sor element is arranged closer to the center of fluid flow 
than a second sensor element. The sensor device in- 



cludes a number of diaphragm sensor elements each 
having a sufficiently small mass for responding to a col- 
lision with the particle, and an apparatus for converting 
a vibration of the diaphragm portion into an electrical 
signal so as to detect the vibration. The multiple ele- 
ments are arranged in the fluid flow stream such that 
different size particles will preferentially strike different 
elements. 
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Description 

Background of the Invention and Related Art Statement 

The present invention relates to a sensor element 
and a particle sensor having a sensor element with mul- 
tiple sensing surfaces. The sensor element includes a 
piezoelectric film for detecting particles in a fluid. The 
multiple sensing surfaces allow the average size of par- 
ticles in afluid flow to be measured. 

When fluid, which is liquid or gas, contains solid par- 
ticles, it is sometimes necessary to detect thepresence 
of the particles as well as the particle size. Particularly, 
when the particles are undesirably present in fluid im- 
peding the function of the fluid, it becomes important to 
detect the particles and also to determinerelative size of 
the particles and to discriminate from bubbles or other 
non-particle signals. 

For instance, an internal combustion engine, such 
as an engine for a car or an engine for a heavy machine, 
uses gasoline or diesel fuel as its power source. These 
internal combustion engines employ a lubricant to re- 
duce friction drag and abrasion on rotating and sliding 
surfaces of the engine. In an internal combustion en- 
gine, particles such as metal powder generated by abra- 
sion may mix with the lubricant so as to accelerate abra- 
sion of the rotating or sliding surfaces. Particles in the 
lubricant are generally removed by a filter such as an oil 
filter The conditions of a lubricant can be monitored in 
more detail by detection and size measurement of par- 
ticles in the lubricant. Size measurement of the particles 
in the fluid is important because wear rates can be re- 
lated to the size of the particles causing the wear. There- 
fore more particles of a size that do not cause wear can 
be tolerated than particles of a size that do cause wear. 

One conventional method used to detect particles 
in fluid employs a pair of electrodes which are arranged 
with a gap of predetermined size therebetween, and 
electric resistance between the electrodes is monitored. 
In this method, when metal particles come in contact 
with both of the electrodes, the electrical resistance be- 
tween the electrodes decreases, thugs detecting the 
particle. However, this method cannot detect particles 
smaller than the gap between the electrodes, end also 
cannot detect electrically insulating particles. 

In another method, a magnetic field is generated in 
a detecting unit by an electric magnet or the like so as 
to delect the amount of particles such as metal particles 
accumulated on the detector. However, this method 
cannot detect non-ferromagnetic particles, and thus its 
accuracy is limited. 

In still another method, the amount of particles in 
the fluid is correlated with the transmittance of light 
through the fluid so as to detect the amount of particles 
in the fluid. However, the transmittance of the fluid is not 
always constant, and dirt on a window for incident light 
or awindow for transmitted light adversely affects meas- 
urement accuracy, which limits durability of the sensor 



EP-A-675 355 discloses a particle sensor including 
a piezoelectric film mounted onto a vibrating portion, 
and the piezoelectric film converts vibration caused by 
particles into an electric signal. The subject matter of 
5 EP-A-675 355 is hereby incorporated by reference 
thereto. 

However, the sensor element may generate an 
electric signal upon impact of a bubble in the fluid, caus- 
ing an error. Therefore, it is desired to discriminate elec- 
10 trie signals induced by solid particles from electric sig- 
nals induced by bubbles. 

Moreover, in some applications, it is desired to de- 
tect bubbles in the fluid. For example, the working fluid 
in atransmission is preferably bubble-free because bub- 
bles reduce the effectiveness of the fluid for power trans- 
mission. Monitoring the presence of bubbles assures 
smooth and efficient operation of the transmission. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention aims at solving the problems 
described above and providing a low cost sensor ele- 
ment and particle sensor having excellent detection ac- 
curacy, particle sizing capability, and durability. 

One aspect of the present invention is to provide a 
sensor element for detecting a foreign solid particle in 
afluid and measuring the average size of particles in the 
fluid. The sensor element includes a number of dia- 
phragm sensor elements each having a sufficiently 
small mass for responding to a collision with a solid par- 
ticle, and an apparatus for converting a vibration of the 
diaphragm portion into an electrical signal so as to de- 
tect the vibration. The multiple elements are arranged 
in the fluid flow stream such that different size particles 
will preferentially strike different elements. In particular, 
afirst element is aligned with a center of the fluid flow 
stream, while a second and any additional elements are 
offset from the center of the fluid flow stream. 

Another aspect of the present invention is to provide 
a multiple element sensor with improved reliability. Re- 
liability is improved by using multiple elements. If any of 
the individual elements becomes damaged or worn, the 
remainder of the elements continue to function and the 
sensor as a whole continues to function although with 
reduced accuracy. 

Another aspect of the present invention is to provide 
a sensor element including: a detecting unit including 
multiple elements each consisting of a piezoelectric film 
consisting essentially of a first ceramic material, a first 
electrode coated onto at least a portion of the outer sur- 
face of the piezoelectric film, and a second electrode 
coated onto at least a portion of the inner surface of the 
piezoelectric film; a vibrating portion consisting essen- 
tially of a second ceramic material, the detecting unit 
being placed on the vibrating portion so that the second 
electrode contacts at least a portion of the vibrating por- 
tion; and a fixed portion for holding the vibrating portion 
such that the vibrating portion may vibrate; wherein the 
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detecting unit and/or the vibrating portion make contact 
with and are vibrated by solid particles in a fluid and the 
piezoelectric film converts the vibration into an electrical 
signal. The vibrating portion of each sensor element vi- 
brates only when it is struck by a particle, thus providing 
means for detecting which element was struck. 

The vibrating portion and the fixed portion may be 
portions of a ceramic substrate having a unitary struc- 
ture, and the ceramic substrate is preferably formed with 
a cavity so that the vibrating portion has a plate or dia- 
phragm shape of small thickness. 

The first ceramic material preferably comprises at 
least one material selected from the group consisting of 
lead zirconate, lead magnesium niobate, lead nickel nio- 
bate, lead zinc niobate, lead manganese niobate : lead 
antimony stanate, lead titanate, and barium titanate. 
The fluid is preferably a lubricant. The piezoelectric film 
preferably has a thickness ranging from 1 to 100 mi- 
crometers, and the vibrating portion preferably has a 
thickness ranging from 1 to 100 micrometers. The vi- 
brating portion preferably comprises stabilized zirconi- 
um oxide. 

Still another aspect of the present invention pro- 
vides a particle sensor including: (a) a set of sensor el- 
ements each including: a detecting unit including a pie- 
zoelectric film consisting essentially of a first ceramic 
material, a first electrode coated onto at least a portion 
of the outer surface of said piezoelectric film, and a sec- 
ond electrode coated onto at least a portion of the inner 
surface of the piezoelectric film; a vibrating porion con- 
sisting essentially of a second ceramic material, the de- 
tecting unit being placed on the vibrating portion so that 
the second electrode contacts at least a portion of the 
vibrating portion; and a fixed portion for holding the vi- 
brating portion such that the vibrating portion may vi- 
brate; wherein when the detecting unit and/or said vi- 
brating portion makes contact with and is vibrated by 
solid particles in the fluid, the piezoelectric film converts 
the vibration into an electrical signal; and (b) a protection 
cover covering the detecting unit. 

Still another aspect of the present invention pro- 
vides an electronic circuit for elimination of signals 
caused by bubbles in the fluid exciting the sensor. The 
electronic circuit includes a first amplifier, a first band- 
pass filter, a time delay generator, a second bandpass 
filter, and a signal gate. In particular, the electronic cir- 
cuit includes an amplifier for amplifying the magnitude 
of an electrical signal, an envelope-detector means for 
forming an approximation to an envelope of the high fre- 
quency component of the electrical signal, rise-time-ver- 
ifier means for detecting a rise time of the electrical sig- 
nal so as to compare the rise time against a fi rst prede- 
termined value, wherein when the rise atime is shorter 
than the first predetermined value, said rise-time-verifier 
means outputs the electrical signal, and detecting 
means for detecting presence of a low-frequency com- 
ponent of the electrical signal during a predetermined 
time interval, whereby when the low-frequency compo- 



nent is present, the electrical signal is induced by a bub- 
ble. 

Additionally, the present invention provides a meth- 
od for discriminating between electrical signals induced 
5 by a particle in a fluid and electrical signals induced by 
a bubble therein. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

io Fig. 1 is a cross-sectional view of an exemplary sen- 
sor geometry. 

Fig. 2 is an enlarged partial cross-sectional view of 
a sensor element according to the present invention, 
which is also a cross-sectional view of Fig. 4 at the line 

15 B - B\ 

Fig. 3 is a partial perspective view of sensor element 
of Fig. 2. 

Fig. 4 is a partial top view of sensor element of Fig. 
2. Fig. 5 is a cross-sectional view of a particle sensor of 
20 the present invention. 

Fig. 6 is a sketch of typical responses of piezoelec- 
tric elements indicated qualitatively. 

Fig. 7 is a sketch of typical responses of piezoelec- 
tric elements indicated qualitatively. 
25 Fig. 8 is a sketch of typical responses of piezoelec- 
tric elements indicated qualitatively. 

Fig. 9 is a block diagram of circuitry used to discrim- 
inate particle signals from spurious signals. 

Fig. 10 is a schematic diagram showing details of 
30 the blocks in Fig. 9. 

Fig. 11 is a schematic diagram showing details of 
the blocks in Fig. 9. 

Fig. 12 is a schematic diagram showing details of 
the blocks in Fig. 9. 

35 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

Figure 1 shows an exemplary sensor geometry with 
afour element sensor 1 . Fluid flows in a pipe 4 in the 

40 direction of arrows n F B . A particle trajectory 2 is shown 
striking element 20b (the second element from the cent- 
er streamline 3). The number of particles striking each 
element can be used to calculate the average particle 
size of the particles in the fluid and therefore estimate 

45 the quality of the fluid as a lubricant. 

In Fig. 1, a device 10 includes a ceramic substrate 
1 2 formed of depressions 18a, 18b, 18c, 18d to give vi- 
brating portions 14a, 14b, 14c, 14d. A plurality of detect- 
ing units 20a, 20b, 20c, 20d are mounted onto the vi- 

50 brating portions 14a, 14b, 14c, 14d of the ceramic sub- 
strate 12, opposite to the depressions 18a, 18b, 18c, 
18d. However, the detecting units may be arranged in 
the depressions 18a, 18b, 18c, 18d. A sensor element 
includes one of the vibrating portions 14a, 14b, 14c, 14d 

55 and its corresponding detecting unit. Each of the detect- 
ing units 20a, 20b, 20c, 20d includes a piezoelectric film 
for converting vibration into an electrical signal. 

In Fig. 1 , the device 10 is arranged eccentric to the 
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center 3 of the flow stream in fluid formed by an entrance 
4. Each of the detecting units 20a, 20b, 20c, 20d is im- 
pacted by particles that follow a different path to the de- 
vice 10. The path that a particular particle follows is de- 
termined by the particle starting point, the particle mass, 
the fluid properties and the flow velocity. 

In Fig. 1 , the detecting unit 20a is arranged on the 
center 3 of the flow stream so that particles of all the 
sizes strike the detecting unit 20a. A larger particle tends 
to strike the detecting unit 20b, being closer to the center 
3 of the flow stream, whereas a smaller particle tends 
to strike the detecting unit 20d, being far from the center 
3 of the flow stream. 

When the electrical signals from all of the detecting 
units 20a, 20b, 20c, 20d are added, the overall electrical 
signal represents particles of all sizes striking the de- 
tecting units 20a, 20b, 20c ; 20d. On the other hand, 
when electrical signals of each of the detecting units 
20a, 20b, 20c, 20d are separately processed, the distri- 
bution of particle sizes is obtained. 

Fig. 2 is an enlarged partial cross-sectional view of 
device 10, which is also a cross-sectional view at line B 
- B' of Fig. 4. Fig. 2 is representative of the sensor ele- 
ments, and illustrates a vibrating portion 14c and its cor- 
responding detecting unit 20c. The other vibrating por- 
tions and detecting units may be the same in terms of 
structure, shape, materials and formation techniques. 
Fig. 3 is a partial perspective view of the device 10 
shown in Fig. 2, wherein a portion of a piezoelectric film 
22 and a portion of the upper electrode 24c are omitted 
for clarity. Fig. 4 is a partial top view of the device 10 
shown in Fig. 2. 

In reference to Figs. 2 and 3, the device 10 has a 
substrate 1 2 and a detecting unit 20c placed on avibrat- 
ing portion 1 4c. The substrate 1 2 has a monolithic struc- 
ture. The vibrating portion 14c and a fixing portion 16 
are portions of the substrate 12. The detecting unit 20c 
is placed on the upper side of the vibrating portion 14c. 
The fixing portion 16 is positioned at the lower side of 
the vibrating portion 14c so as to surround the vibrating 
portion 14c. However, it is not necessary in the present 
invention that the vibrating portion and the fixing portion 
be portions of the structure. For example, a metal fixing 
portion may be secured to an independent vibrating por- 
tion made of ceramic. When the fixing portion is made 
of metal, the surface of the vibrating portion to be con- 
nected to the fixing portion may be metallized so that 
the metallized layer may be bonded to the fixing portion 
by soldering. Alternatively, the vibrating portion may be 
pressed into a recess in the fixing portion. A metal such 
as stainless steel or iron may be employed for the fixing 
portion. 

The substrate 12 is formed with a depression 1Bc 
so that the vibrating portion 1 4c has the shape of a thin 
plate or diaphragm. The detecting unit 20c is placed so 
as to correspond to the position of the depression 1 8c. 
However, the present invention is not limited to a de- 
pression. For example, a closed cavity may be formed 



to provide a diaphragm. 

The vibrating portion 1 4c vibrates with the detecting 
unit 20c vertically, i.e., in the direction toward the detect- 
ing unit 20c or toward the cavity 18c when the sensor 
s element 10 detects a particle. Preferably, the vibrating 
portion 14c is plate-shaped because this shape is suit- 
able for vibration. In this case, the thickness of the plate 
is preferably 1-100 jam, more preferably, 3 - 50 urn, 
furthermore preferably, 5 - 20 urn 

10 The vibrating portion 14c is preferably made of a 
material able to withstand high temperatures so as to 
prevent thermal degeneration of the vibrating portion. 
This is because the detecting unit 20c may be placed 
directly on the vibrating portion 14c without any material 

is (such as an organic adhesive which cannot withstand 
high temperatures) therebetween. In such a case, the 
vibrating portion 1 4c also should not be damaged by the 
high temperature used when the piezoelectric film 22 is 
formed. When the sensor element is used for a lubricant 

20 such as oil, it sometimes happens that the vibrating por- 
tion contacts an organic solvent contained in the lubri- 
cant or that the lubricant changes to be acidic or basic. 
Therefore, the vibrating portion is preferably made of a 
chemically stable material. 

25 The vibrating portion 14c is preferably made of an 
electric insulator because the second electrode cover- 
ing at least a part of the vibrating portion 1 4c, leads con- 
nected to the first electrode and to the second electrode, 
lead terminals, and the like are all electrically conduc- 

30 tive. Therefore, the vibrating portion 14c may be made 
of a metal having good high temperature properties, 
which is covered with a ceramic such as glass. Most 
preferably, the vibrating portion 1 4c is made of ceramic. 
For example, zirconium oxide that is stabilized, alumi- 

3$ num oxide, magnesium oxide, mullite, aluminum nitride, 
silicon nitride, glass, or the like can be suitably used for 
the vibrating portion. Zirconium oxide that is stabilized 
is preferable because it has high mechanical strength 
and high toughness even if the vibrating portion is thin, 

40 and low chemical reactivity with the piezoelectric film 
and electrodes, etc. 

Zirconium oxide that is stabilized includes stabilized 
zirconia and partially stabilized zircon ia. Zirconium ox- 
ide that is stabilized does not undergo a phase transition 

45 since it has a cubic crystal structure, for example. On 
the other hand, zirconium oxide that is not stabilized un- 
dergoes a phase change between a monoclinic struc- 
ture and a tetragonal structure at around 1000° C. This 
phase change may generate cracks. Zirconium oxide 

50 that is stabilized contains 1 - 30% by mole of calcium 
oxide, magnesium oxide : yttrium oxide, scandium oxide, 
ytterbium oxide, cerium oxide, or a stabilizer such as a 
rare earth metal oxide. Preferably, the stabilizer con- 
tains yttrium oxide so as to enhance mechanical 

55 strength of the vibrating portion. The amount of yttrium 
oxide contained in the stabilizer is preferably 1.5 - 6% 
by mole, more preferably 2 - 4% by mole. Further, the 
main crystalline phase may belong to the tetragonal sys- 
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tern or a mixture of the tetragonal system and the cubic 
system. 

The ceramic composing the vibrating portion 14c 
preferably contains 0.5 - 5% by weight of silicon oxide, 
more preferably 1 - 3% by weight, because silicon oxide 
prevents an excessive reaction between the vibrating 
portion 14c and the detecting unit 20c upon forming the 
detecting unit 20c by thermal treatment. 

When the vibrating portion 14c consists of ceramic, 
it is composed of numerous gains. The average diame- 
ter of the grains is preferably 0.05 - 2 u.m, more prefer- 
ably 0.1 - 1 um. 

The fixing portion 16 fixes at least a part of the vi- 
brating portion 1 4c or at least a part of the circumference 
of the vibrating portion 14c. In the mode of operation 
shown in Fig. 1 , the fixing portion preferably consists of 
ceramic. The ceramic material for the fixing portion 16 
may be the same as that of the vibrating portion, or may 
be different. Zirconium oxide that is stabilized, mullite, 
aluminum oxide, magnesium oxide, aluminum nitride, 
silicon nitride, glass, or the like, is suitable for the ce- 
ramic composing the fixing portion as well as for the vi- 
brating portion 14c. 

The shape of depression 18c is not limited. A hori- 
zontal or vertical cross section of the depression may 
be, for example, a circle, an oval, a polygon including a 
square and a rectangle, or a complex shape formed by 
combining some of these shapes. However, when the 
shape is a polygon or the like, the corners are preferably 
rounded so as to remove sharp edges. 

The detecting unit 20c includes a piezoelectric film 
22, the first electrode 24 covering at least a part of the 
outer surface 22s of the piezoelectric film 22, and the 
second electrode 26 covering at least a part of the inner 
surface 22t of the piezoelectric film. The second elec- 
trode 26 covers at least a part of the outer surface 14s 
of the vibrating portion 14c. 

The piezoelectric film 22 microscopically generates 
dielectric polarization and macroscopically outputs an 
electric signal, for example, electric charge or voltage, 
corresponding to stress. In this case, the piezoelectric 
film preferably experiences flexing displacement in the 
direction of its thickness. When particles contact with the 
first electrode and/or the vibrating portion, the piezoe- 
lectric film 22 vibrates with the vibrating portion 1 4c. This 
vibration gives rise to stresses applied to the piezoelec- 
tric film 22. 

The piezoelectric film preferably has a thickness of 
1-100 |im, more preferably 5-50 u.m, furthermore pref- 
erably 5 - 30 jam. 

A piezoelectric ceramic can be suitably used for the 
piezoelectric film. The piezoelectric film may be a ce- 
ramic having electrostriction or a ceramic having ferro- 
electricity. Further, both a material which requires a 
treatment for polarization and a material which does not 
require a treatment for polarization can serve the pur- 
pose. 

The ceramic for a piezoelectric film may contain, for 



example, lead zirconate, lead magnesium niobate, lead 
nickel niobate, lead zinc niobate, lead manganese nio- 
bate, lead antimony stanate, lead titanate. barium titan- 
ate, or a combination thereof. The ceramic may contain 

5 not less than 50% by weight of a compound consisting 
of these as a main component. A ceramic containing 
lead zirconate can be preferably used. Further, oxides 
of lanthanum, calcium, strontium, molybdenum, tung- 
sten, barium, niobium, zinc, nickel, manganese, or the 

io like; a combination thereof; or other compounds may be 
suitably added to the above-described ceramic. For ex- 
ample, it is preferable to employ ceramic containing a 
component consisting of lead magnesium niobate, lead 
zirconate, and lead titanate as a main component, and 

is further containing lanthanum and strontium. 

The piezoelectric film may be dense or it may be 
porous. When the piezoelectric film is porous, the po- 
rosity is preferably 40% or less. 

The piezoelectric film may be consist of one layer 

20 or may be a laminated film consisting of at least two lay- 
ers. When the piezoelectric film has a laminated struc- 
ture, each of the layers may be placed horizontally or 
may be placed vertically. 

It is also possible to place a detecting unit not only 

25 on one side of th e vibrating portion but also on both sides 
of the vibrating portion. 

In Fig. 3, the first electrode 24c and the second elec- 
trode 26 output an electric signal from the piezoelectric 
film 22 via a lead 28c and a lead 30c to a terminal pad 

30 32c and a terminal pad 34c (see also Fig. 4). The first 
electrode 24c is connected to the lead 28c by a connect- 
ing portion 25c. The connecting portion 25c contacts the 
piezoelectric film 22 and does not contact the second 
electrode 26 .and the lead 30c. Note, the second elec- 
ts trode 26, the lead 28c, the lead 30c, the terminal pad 
32c and the terminal pad 34c may be formed simulta- 
neously by a method for forming a thin film, which will 
be described later. 

Each of the first electrode and the second electrode 

40 has a suitable thickness depending on its use. However, 
it is preferably 0.1 - 50ujti. 

It is preferable that the first electrode be solid at 
room temperature and composed of electrically conduc- 
tive metals. For example, metals such as aluminum, ti- 
tanium, chromium, iron, cobalt, nickel, copper, zinc, nio- 
bium, molybdenum, ruthenium, rhodium, silver, tin, tan- 
talum, tungsten, iridium, platinum, gold, lead, or the like; 
or an alloy thereof may be used. Needless to say, the 
first electrode may contain these elements in any com- 

so bination. A metal belonging to the platinum group such 
as platinum, rhodium, palladium, or an alloy containing 
these metals, such as silver-platinum, or platinum-pal- 
ladium is suitably used for the main component of the 
material for the electrode. Copper, silver, and gold are 

55 more preferable because they have durability. 

The second electrode preferably consists of a sim- 
ple substance containing a metal having a high melting 
point, such as platinum, ruthenium, rhodium, palladium, 



5 
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iridium, titanium, chromium, molybdenum, tantalum, 
tungsten, nickel cobalt; or an alloy thereof. Needless to 
say, the second electrode may contain these metals 
having a high melting point in any combination. A metal 
belonging to a platinum group such as platinum, rho- 
dium, palladium, or an alloy containing these metals, 
such as silver-platinum or platinum-palladium is suitably 
used for the main component of the material for the elec- 
trode. A metal resistant to an oxidizing atmosphere at 
high temperatures is used for the second electrode be- 
cause the second electrode is sometimes exposed to a 
high temperature during thermal treatment of the piezo- 
electric film. 

A material suitably used for the second electrode 
maybe a cermet containing a metal having a high melt- 
ing point and a ceramic such as alumina, zirconium ox- 
ide, silicon oxide, or glass. 

The shape of the substrate is not especially limited 
and is selected depending on its application. The shape 
of the substrate is preferably planar. However it may be 
cylindrical or tubular. 

Fig. 5 is a cross -sectional view of a particle sensor 
40 which includes the sensor element 10. The sensor 
element 10 can be attached to a wall (not shown) by a 
screw portion 41, and thereby the end portion 10a 
placed on the detecting unit 20 projects from the wall 
and contacts a fluid to be measured. 

The screw portion 41 is connected to a housing 42. 
Alternatively, the screw portion 41 and the housing 42 
may be combined into one piece. A shock-absorbing 
member 43 is installed inside the housing 42 against the 
sensor element 10. 

The end portion 10a of the sensor element 10 is 
covered with a protecting cover 44. The protecting cover 
44 has a plurality of throughholes so that fluid can flow 
into the protecting cover 44. 

Since the other end portion 10b of the sensor ele- 
ment 10 is connected to wires 46, an electric signal 
present on the terminal pads 32 and 34 can be trans- 
mitted to the lines 47 and 48. The end portion 1 0b of the 
sensor element 10 and the wires 46 are inserted into a 
casing 45. An end of the casing 45 is sealed with an end 
portion member 49. The lines 47 and 48 pass through 
the end portion member 49. 

A method of manufacturing a sensor element 10 of 
the present invention is hereinafter described. 

Molded layers of green sheet or green tape are lam- 
inated by thermally pressing, and are then sintered to 
obtain an integrated substrate. For example, in the sub- 
strate 12 of Fig. 1 , three layers of green sheets or green 
tapes are laminated. The second layer is formed in ad- 
vance with a throughhole of a predetermined shape so 
as to form the cavities 1 8a-d. The layers may be formed 
by press molding, slip casting, injection molding, or the 
like. The cavities may be formed by machining such as 
cutting, grinding processing, laser machining, blanking 
by press working, or the like. It is not required that the 
layers have the same thickness. However, it is prefera- 



ble that each of the layers has the same degree of 
shrinkage during sintering. 

When the cavity is open (i.e., a depression), green 
sheets or green tapes may be molded so as to have a 

5 shape corresponding to the depression before being 
sintered. Alternatively, the cavity may be formed by ma- 
chining after sintering. 

A method for forming the detecting unit 20c on the 
ceramic vibrating portion 14c is now described. A pie- 

10 zoelectric body is formed by press molding in which a 
mold is employed, tape forming in which slurry is em- 
ployed, or the like. Before sintering, the piezoelectric 
body is laminated on the vibrating portion of the sub- 
strate by thermal pressing. Then, this laminate is sub- 

*5 jected to sintering to form a substrate and a piezoelectric 
body that are bonded together. This method requires 
that the electrode 26 be previously formed on the sub- 
strate by one of the methods of forming afilm described 
later. 

20 Though the sintering temperature of a piezoelectric 
film is suitably determined depending on the materials 
which compose the film, it is generally 800° C - 1400° 
C, preferably 1000° C - 1400° C. It is preferable that the 
piezoelectric film be sintered together with the presence 

25 of an evaporating source for the piezoelectric film ma- 
terial so as to control the composition of the piezoelectric 
film. 

On the other hand, in a method for forming a film, 
the second electrode 26 : the piezoelectric film 22c, and 

30 the first electrode 24c are laminated on the vibrating por- 
tion 14c in this order to form the detecting unit 20c. A 
method for forming a film is conventional in the art, for 
example, by thick film forming techniques such as 
screen printing, and dipping, and by thin film forming 

35 techniques such as ion beam, sputtering, vacuum dep- 
osition, ion plating, chemical vapor deposition (CVD), 
and plating. However, a method for forming a film is not 
limited to these methods. 

The second electrode 26, the lead 28c, the lead 

40 30c, the terminal pad 32c, and the terminal pad 34c, are 
simultaneously applied to the substrate by screen print- 
ing. Preferably, the piezoelectric film 22 is formed by 
screen printing, dipping, coating, or the like. These 
methods use paste or slurry which contains ceramic 

45 powders of the piezoelectric film material as a main 
component, and therefore the piezoelectric film 22 is 
formed on the substrate with the detecting unit 20c hav- 
ing excellent piezoelectric properties. Forming a piezo- 
electric film by one of these methods for forming films 

50 does not require any adhesive, and a detecting unit and 
a vibrating portion can be integrally connected. There- 
fore, such a method is particularly preferable in view of 
its excellent reliability, exceljent reproducibility, and 
easy integration. The shape of such a film may be suit- 

55 ably patterned. A pattern may be formed by a method 
such as screen printing or photolithography or by remov- 
ing unnecessary parts by machining such as laser ma- 
chining, slicing or ultrasonication. 
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The shapes for the piezoelectric film, the first elec- 
trode, and the second electrode are not limited at all and 
any shape may be employed depending on its use. For 
example, they may be a polygon such as a triangle and 
a square, a curved shape such as a circle, an oval, and 5 
a torus, a comblike shape, a lattice, or a combination of 
these to form a special shape. 

Each of films 22, 24c, and 26, which are formed in 
a shape on the substrate may be subjected to thermal 
treatment respectively whenever each film is formed, so 
that the film and substrate are integrated. Alternatively, 
the films may be subjected to thermal treatment simul- 
taneously so as to integrally connect the films and the 
substrate. When the first electrode or the second elec- 
trode is formed by a method for forming a thin film, ther- 
mal treatment is not always necessary to integrate these 
electrodes. 

Typical responses from sensor elements are indi- 
cated qualitatively in the sketches of Figs. 6, 7, and 8. 
The desired particle signal response with high frequen- 
cy envelope is shown in Fig. 6. Specifically, Fig. 6 is typ- 
ical of a strike from a foreign particle in oil. Two different 
types of undesirable spurious signals are shown in Figs. 
7 and 8. These spurious signals are probably caused by 
external sensor vibration or air bubbles in the fluid. It is 
the object of the electronics described below to discrim- 
inate between the first signal type and the other two 
types. 

In accordance with the present invention, the parti- 
cle sensor provides an output only when a signal like 
Fig. 6 is detected, and ignores signals typified by Figs. 
7 or 8. 

The principal difference between the particle wave- 
form of Fig. 6 and the bubble response in Fig. 8 is that 
the latter contains a low-frequency variation following 
the initial sudden high-frequency oscillation. Both wave- 
shapes are nearly the same at the beginning, so the de- 
cision as to which type of signal has occurred cannot be 
made until a period of time has elapsed after the start 
of the signal. 

Thus, the sequence of tasks that must be performed 
is: (1 ) to detect the start of a signal, (2) to wait a fixed 
period of time, (3) to sense the presence of lower fre- 
quencies, if any, in the signal during this period, and (4) 
if no low frequencies are sensed, to signal the presence 
of a particle. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, these 
tasks are performed as follows: 

When the start of a sharply rising oscillatory signal 
is detected a bistable flip-flop is set. Simultaneously a 
fixed-duration timer is started. If, while this timer is run- 
ning, a low frequency component is sensed, then the 
flip-flop is cleared (reset). When the timer reaches its 
preset duration, the state of the flip-flop indicates wheth- 
er or not to report the presence of a particle. If the flip- 
flop has remained set, then a particle is reported. 

Spurious signals which have a slow build-up such 
as that of Fig. 7 are rejected by requiring that the bistable 



flip-flop be set only if the envelope of the signal reaches 
its first maximum in a short time. For this reason a circuit 
is included which rejects those signals that do not peak 
within a short time after onset, i.e., a short time after 
exceeding some preset threshold level. For example, to 
be reported as a particle, a signal must reach its peak 
amplitude in less than 8 jis after its arrival and have very 
little low frequency energy (below 50 kHz) within a 200 
jis time period thereafter. 

A block diagram of circuitry to implement these re- 
quirements is shown in Fig. 9. Schematic diagrams 
showing details of the blocks are shown in Figs. 10, 11 
and 12. 

The block diagram of Fig. 9 shows the sequence of 
discrimination functions in pictorial form. Note that the 
output of the piezoelectric sensor after amplification is 
applied simultaneously to both an envelope detector 
and a low-pass filter. 

The signal from the envelope detector is applied to 
a rise-time verifier that responds only to signals that 
peak within 8|js after onset. The output of the verifier 
sets a flip-flop and initiates a 200 us delay timer. If, while 
the timer is running, a low-frequency signal is present 
in the piezoelectric signal, then the signal will pass 
through the low-pass filter and reset the flip-flop. Other- 
wise the flip-flop remains set. Thus, when the timer runs 
out, the state of the flip-flop indicates whether a wave- 
form like Fig. 6 or like Fig. 8 was detected. The presence 
of a particle is reported by the logical combination of 
both the timeout pulse and the flip-flop being set. 

Exemplary forms of circuitry which may be used to 
implement these functions are shown in Figs. 10, 11 and 
12. The subcircuits in these figures comprise well- 
known signal shaping methods and should be easily ap- 
preciated by those skilled in the art. A brief description 
of the operation of each of these circuits follows: 

Fig. 10, shows the Envelope Detector circuitry of 
Fig. 9. The Envelope Detector is a circuit which forms 
an approximation to the envelope of the high-frequency 
component of the piezoelectric sensor signals. Typical 
outputs from this circuit In response to the waveforms 
in Figs. 6, 7 and 8 are sketched as heavy lines respec- 
tively in these figures. The circuit includes a high-pass 
filter 50, a full-wave rectifier 51, a peak follower 52, and 
finally a low-pass filter 53 to eliminate the original high 
frequency component. 

Fig. 11, shows the Risetime Verify circuitry of Fig. 
9. This circuitry operates by detecting the time that its 
input needs to reach a maximum (peak) value, and com- 
paring that time to an 8 |is delay. The maximum is the 
time at which the slope of the input signal first becomes 
zero. A voltage proportional to the slope of the input is 
obtained using a differentiator (which is essentially a 
high-pass filter), so that the moment of zero input slope 
corresponds to the time at which its derivative passes 
through zero. Thus the output of a comparator of the 
differentiator against ground gives the polarity of the 
slope of the input signal. The circuit includ s a high-pass 
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differential filter 54 and three comparators 55, 56, 57. 

One method of generating a fixed time delay is to 
sense the time at which a charging capacitor reaches 
some preset voltage level. This technique is used twice 
in this implementation: first in Fig. 11 to generate an 8u.s 
delay, and again in Fig. 12 to generate a 200 u,s delay 
(discussed later herein). 

To illustrate, in Fig. 11 the onset of the envelope- 
detected signal is detected by a comparator 56 biased 
at a threshold level. While the input is below the thresh- 
old the comparator 56 keeps a charging capacitor 
clamped near ground through a diode. When the input 
exceeds the threshold the comparator 56 goes positive 
and allows the voltage of the charging capacitor 58 to 
rise. Its rate of rise is governed by the well-known RC 
exponential charging equation. The charging capacitor 
58 voltage is applied to another comparator 57, appro- 
priately biased to the voltage that the charging capacitor 
58 will reach in 8fis. Thus, after an 8fis time delay the 
comparator 57 output will go from HIGH to LOW. 

The 8u,s delay comparator 57 and the slope-detec- 
tion comparator 58 are combined in a NAND gate. The 
output of the NAND gate, then, is a signal that is low 
from the time the slope of the input envelope becomes 
zero until 8u.s after onset. If the input envelope does not 
peak within 8 u-S, then there is no output from the NAND 
gate. Hence signals typified by Fig. 7 are ignored. The 
signal from the NAND gate may be considered a "ten- 
tative particle" indication. 

Fig. 12 shows the circuitry of the Low Pass Filter, 
Flip-Flop, and Time Delay blocks of Fig. 9. The circuitry 
to implement the process of waiting 200 jis after aten- 
tative particle indication while checking for low-frequen- 
cy components in the sensor signal will now be ex- 
plained. Note again that a time-delay circuit based on 
the RC charge curve is employed. The values of the ca- 
pacitor 70 and associated resistors as well as the com- 
parator 75 bias are selected to give a 200 u.s time delay. 
This timer is initiated by the "tentative particle" pulse 
from the circuit of Fig. 11. At the end of the200u,s pulse 
a short "time out" pulse to formed by timeout pulse circu it 
76. This function is implemented here using an inverter 
and a NAND gate so as to create a logical race condi- 
tion. The timeout pulse circuit 76 reliably generates a 
negative pulse on the rising edge of an input signal, dur- 
ing the short time when both inputs to the NAND are 
HIGH. 

The "tentative particle" pulse also sets a bi-stable 
flip-flop 80. A simple implementation of a bi-stable flip- 
flop (comprising two cross-connected NAND gates) is 
shown. As mentioned previously, the output from the pi- 
ezoelectric sensor is also applied to low-pass filter 81, 
here implemented by an active-filter Sallen-Key circuit. 
The output of this filter is applied to a window compara- 
tor 82 biased somewhat above the noise level. If there 
is a low-frequency component in the piezoelectric sen- 
sor output then it will pass through the low-pass filter 81 
and trigger the comparator 82. This, in turn resets the 



flip-flop 80. Finally, the 200 u.s timeout pulse is ANDed 
with the flip-flop 80 output. If the flip-flop 80 has not been 
reset, then the output of the AND gate is an indication 
that a signal similar to that in Fig. 6 was received. 

5 While the present invention has been described 
herein with regard to certain preferred embodiments, 
various modifications may be mentioned. 

For example, use of the invention is not limited to 
an internal combustion engine. Lubricants are also used 

10 as mechanisms for transmitting power, such as a trans- 
mission, a pipe system for oil pressure, such as a hy- 
draulic servo system, industrial rolling, press working, 
etc. The invention could be used in all of these areas 
and more to sense particles in fluid. 

is Additionally, while piezoelectric sensors have been 
described herein, other types of sensors could also be 
employed. For example, electromagnetic-induction 
sensors and electrical capacitance sensors can be 
used. Further, light emitting diodes and phototransistors 

20 can be used to transmit and detect light off of a vibratile 
portion that makes contact with and is vibrated by par- 
ticles in the fluid. Changes in the amount of light detect- 
ed can be indicative of particle contact with the vibratile 
portion. Still further, the sensor element could take the 

2S form of a semiconductor element whose electrical re- 
sistance changes as particles make contact therewith. 

Claims 

30 

1 . A sensor device adapted to detect at least one of a 
particle and a bubble in a fluid, comprising; 

a fluid nozzle defining a center of fluid flow; and 
35 a plurality of sensor elements for converting an 

impact of one of a particle and a bubble into an 
electrical signal, wherein a first sensor element 
is arranged closer to the center of fluid flow than 
a second sensor element. 

40 

2. A sensor device of claim 1 , wherein said sensor el- 
ements are arranged in a line. 

3. A sensor device of claim 1 or 2, wherein each of 
45 said sensor elements includes: 

a diaphragm having a sufficiently small mass 
for responding to a collision with a solid particle; 
and 

50 an apparatus for converting a vibration of said 

diaphragm element into an electrical signal so 
as to detect the vibration. 

4. A sensor device of claim 1 or 2, wherein each of 
55 said sensor elements includes: 

a detecting unit including a piezoelectric film 
consisting essentially of a first ceramic materi- 
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al, afirst electrode coated onto at least a portion 
of the outer surface of said piezoelectric film, 
and a second electrode coated onto at least a 
portion of the inner surface of said piezoelectric 
film; and 5 
a vibrating portion having a sufficiently small 
mass for responding to a collision with a solid 
particle and consisting essentially of a second 
ceramic material, said detecting unit being 
placed on said vibrating portion so that said 10 
second electrode is coated onto at least a por- 
tion of said vibrating portion; 
wherein when one of a solid particle and a bub- 
ble in the fluid strikes one of said detecting unit 
and said vibrating portion, said piezoelectric is 
film converts a resulting vibration into an elec- 
trical signal. 

5. A sensor device of claim 1 , wherein said sensor is 
adapted to generate electrical signals representa- 20 
tive of a plurality of particles, the electrical signals 
being utilized to calculate average particle size and 
particle size distribution. 

6. A sensor device of claim 1 . wherein said sensor is 25 
adapted to generate electrical signals representa- 
tive of a plurality of particles, the electrical signals 
being utilized to calculate a number of particles larg- 
er than a predetermined size. 

30 

7. A sensor device adapted to detect at least one of a 
particle and a bubble in a fluid, comprising: 

a sensor element for converting an impact of a 
particle into an electrical signal, said electrical 35 
signal including a high frequency component; 
and 

a circuit including (i) amplifier means for ampli- 
fying the magnitude of the electrical signal, (ii) 
envelope-detector means for forming an ap- 40 
proximation to an envelope of the high frequen- 
cy component of the electrical signal, (iii) rise- 
time-verifier means for detecting a rise time of 
the electrical signal so as to compare the rise 
time against a first predetermined value, 45 
wherein when the rise time is shorter than the 
first predetermined value, said rise-time-verifi- 
er means outputs the electrical signal, and (iv) 
detecting means for detecting presence of a 
low-frequency component of said electrical sig- so 
nal during a predetermined time interval, 
whereby when the low-frequency component is 
absent, the electrical signal is induced by a par- 
ticle, and when the low-frequency component 
is present, the electrical signal is induced by a 55 
bubble. 

8. A sensor device of claim 7, wherein said detecting 
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means includes a low-pass filter and a flip flop. 

9. A sensor device of claim 7 or 8, wherein said sensor 
element includes: 

a diaphragm element having a sufficiently small 
mass for responding to a collision with a solid 
particle; and 

an apparatus for converting vibration of said di- 
aphragm element to an electrical signal so as 
to detect the vibration. 

10. A sensor device of claim 7, wherein said sensor el- 
ement includes: 

a detecting unit including a piezoelectric film 
consisting essentially of a first ceramic materi- 
al, a first electrode coated onto at least a portion 
of the outer surface of said piezoelectric film, 
and a second electrode coated onto at least a 
portion of the inner surface of said piezoelectric 
film; and 

a vibrating portion having a sufficiently small 
mass for responding to a collision with the solid 
particle and consisting essentially of a second 
ceramic material, said detecting unit being 
placed on said vibrating portion so that said 
second electrode is coated onto at least a por- 
tion of said vibrating portion: 
wherein when one of a solid particle and a bub- 
ble in the fluid strikes one of said detecting unit 
and said vibrating portion, said piezoelectric 
film converts the vibration into an electrical sig- 
nal. 

11. A method for discriminating an electrical signal in- 
duced by a particle in a fluid from an electrical signal 
induced by a bubble, comprising the steps of: 

detecting a rise time of a high-frequency com- 
ponent of the electrical signal so as to compare 
the rise time against a first predetermined val- 
ue; and 

detecting the presence of a low-frequency com- 
ponent of the electrical signal during a second 
predetermined time period, 
wherein when the low-frequency component is 
absent then the electrical signal is induced by 
a particle, and when the low-frequency compo- 
nent is present, then the electrical signal is in- 
duced by a bubble. 

1 2. A method of claim 1 1 , wherein said step of detecting 
a rise time includes a step of forming an approxima- 
tion to the envelope of the high frequency compo- 
nent of the electrical signal. 

13. A method lor discriminating an electrical signal in- 
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duced by a particle in a fluid from an electrical signal 
induced by a bubble, comprising the steps of 

detecting the presence of a high-frequency 
component of an electrical signal during afirst s 
predetermined period, 

detecting the presence of a low-frequency com- 
ponent of an electrical signal during a second 
predetermined period, 

wherein when the low-frequency component is 10 
absent, then the electrical signal is induced by 
a particle, and when the low-frequency compo- 
nent is present, then the electrical signal is in- 
duced by a bubble. 
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(57) A sensor device adapted to detect at least one 
of a particle and a bubble in a fluid, includes a fluid noz- 
zle defining a center (3) of fluid flow (F); and a plurality 
of sensor elements (20a,20b,20c,20d) for converting an 
impact of one of a particle and a bubble into an electrical 
signal, wherein a first sensor element (20a) is arranged 
closer to the center of fluid flow than a second sensor 



element (20b). The sensor device includes a number of 
diaphragm sensor elements each having a sufficiently 
small mass for responding to a collision with the particle, 
and an apparatus for converting a vibration of the dia- 
phragm portion into an electrical signal so as to detect 
the vibration. The multiple elements are arranged in the 
fluid flow stream such that different size particles will 
preferentially strike different elements. 
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